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Case Study Overview: Problem-solving Practice in a Regulatory Agency 





































Case Study Findings 






















































































Case Study Discussion  
 
Q2 Current problem-solving practices – limitations of responding according to legislative mandates and 




















































































































Q4: Which elements from practice might benefit from a systemic design approach?  
	
	
A	range	of	initial	case	study	findings	and	opportunities	for	systemic	design	were	presented	to	the	
case	study	agency	as	below.		
	
	
Case	study	findings	 Systemic	Design	Approaches	
Difficulty	developing	common	
understanding,	acceptance	of	
responsibility	and	response	to	the	
problem	amongst	other	
organisations	within	the	system	
Jones	(2013)	states	that	participatory	methods	are	an	important	
foundation	for	design	within	complex	social	systems.	Facilitated	
workshops	offer	the	opportunity	for	stakeholders	to	come	together	
around	a	problem	and	develop	a	shared	frame	of	reference,	consider	
various	perspectives	and	to	develop	a	pathway	for	action	(Dorst,	2016).			
Reliance	on	internal	skills	and	data	
to	address	the	problem	
Design	methods	focus	on	understanding	a	range	of	perspectives	
through	research,	collaboration	or	simply	mapping	and	considering	the	
needs	of	broader	stakeholders	(Jones,	2014).	
Early	focus	on	solutions	without	a	
broader	understanding	of	the	
problem	and	its	context	
Design	methods	focus	on	gaining	a	broad	understanding	of	the	problem	
context	so	that	a	problem	can	be	reframed	before	solutions	are	
developed.	This	encourages	a	divergent	approach	–	where	new	
information	leads	to	new	responses,	rather	than	a	convergent	approach	
where	solutions	are	determined	based	solely	on	the	information	at	
hand,	limiting	perspectives,	solutions	and	effectiveness	(Dorst,	2015).		
Separation	of	planning	and	
implementation	with	a	view	by	
some	staff	that	plans	cannot	be	
adjusted		
Design	approaches	encourage	a	core	design	team	to	be	developed	
around	a	problem	to	support	consistency	and	cohesive	understanding	
throughout	various	stages	of	a	project	(ThinkPlace,	2016),	as	well	as	
methods	that	co-evolve	the	understanding	of	a	problem	with	the	
development	of	solutions	(Dorst	and	Cross,	2001).	Reflective	practice	is	
encouraged	to	adjust	project	plans	throughout	implementation	(Schon,	
1995).	
Incremental	innovation	until	much	 The	introduction	of	design	innovation	methods	early	in	the	project	
disrupts	traditional	thinking	and	explores	many	ideas	and	opportunities	
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Case	study	findings	 Systemic	Design	Approaches	
later	in	the	project	 quickly	and	cheaply.	Ideas	have	an	opportunity	to	be	raised	and	testing	
in	a	more	dynamic	group	environment	(Dorst,	2015).		
Difficulty	of	staff	accepting	and	
implementing	new	approaches	
It	is	recommended	that	some	staff	involved	in	the	implementation	
phase	are	involved	in	design	workshops	to	ensure	they	understand	the	
issue	and	contribute	to	a	solution.	Representation	from	various	skill	
levels	within	an	organisation	also	ensures	diversity	of	perspective.	
Frontline	staff	in	particular	can	provide	valuable	information	about	
stakeholder	needs	(ThinkPlace,	2016).	
Working	aesthetic	limited	to	
written	documentation,	data	
analytics	and	formal	steering	
committee	meetings		
While	the	dominant	government	working	aesthetic	is	connected	to	
making	serious	and	accountable	decisions	(Bailey	&	Lloyd,	2016),	
creative	practices	introduce	visual	and	playful	learning	which	have	the	
ability	to	disrupt	traditional	patterns	of	thinking	(Dorst	2015).	Systemic	
design	includes	deeper	methods	to	understand	the	complexity	of	a	
system	and	fast,	generative	methods	to	stimulate	new	ideas.		
	
Based	on	these	recommendations,	a	series	of	systemic	design	workshops	were	designed	and	
implemented	to	support	the	agency	address	a	new	systemic	risk	that	emerged.	The	workshops	
prioritised	building	a	partnership	approach	with	other	government	agencies,	understanding	the	
problem	from	multiple	perspectives,	and	considering	new	ways	to	address	the	problem	outside	of	
only	standard	regulatory	practice	and	legislated	activity.	Future	research	will	include	an	analysis	of	
these	systemic	design	interventions	and	whether	they	need	to	be	adjusted	for	adoption	within	the	
regulatory	context.		
	
Conclusion 
In	this	paper	we	consider	how	regulatory	agencies	address	complex	problems,	firstly	from	a	
theoretical	perspective	and	secondly	from	the	findings	of	a	practice-based	case	study.	It	is	clear	
from	this	study	that	regulatory	agencies	are	beginning	to	recognise	complex	or	systemic	problems	
in	the	markets	that	they	regulate	and	consider	how	they	can	be	better	addressed.	Systemic	design	
methods	provide	an	opportunity	for	regulators	to	develop	interventions	which	better	address	the	
complexity	of	social	problems	and	help	to	navigate	the	challenges	of	disjointed	governance	systems	
through	framing	and	co-design.		
	
Introduction	of	new	methods	such	as	systemic	design	would	need	to	be	supported	by	a	strong	
understanding	of	organisational	learning	and	change.	This	is	particularly	important	within	an	
environment	that	maintains	long-held	rational	assumptions	about	the	ability	to	predict	and	control	
problems	through	pre-determined	strategies.	However,	the	case	study	agency	has	already	
demonstrated	a	willing	openness	to	experiment	with	new	approaches.	Developing	a	systemic	
design	practice	may	just	require	further	opportunities	to	trial	new	methods,	documentation	of	
outcomes,	and	iteration	within	this	specific	context.		
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